GOETHE   AS   LYRIC   POET
- They sprang from a great turbulence of feeling. The types of
poetry Goethe and Herder admired at the time were anything
that was sublime, like Pindar, the poetry of the Bible, and Ossian;
the work of the most "original" genius of all, Shakespeare, a demi-
urge; all primitive poetry, sprung from minds saturated with the
pristine grandeur of nature and innocent of human corruption;
and folk-poetry, as the natural, characteristic product of a folk-
imagination. These enthusiasms of Goethe are commonplaces of
literary history; yet the poems he actually wrote, with the excep-
tion of a few ballads and lyrics like Der Konig in Thule and Heiden-
roslein, have no resemblance to the admired examples. At the most
there are remote echoes of Biblical diction or vague reminiscences
of Pindaric inspiration. The Sturm und Drang writers held, no
doubt, that the nearer you come to a naturally inspired utterance,
something impersonal and oracular, the more it is poetry; and it
is this quality that they saw, or chose to emphasize, in the types of
poetry they revered. Goethe's own poems of this period are not
oracles of nature, nor are they impersonal, and their song-like
quality is quite different from that of folk-song. Neither are any of
them genuine philosophic pieces, though Mahomets Gesang comes
nearest to being a successful fusion of symbol and philosophical
idea. Goethe's poems have their origin clearly in a psychological
turmoil, the chief mark of which is a quite new sense of dynamic
vitality. This sense is not without a certain magnificence, but it
also suffers exaggeration. Its magnificence lies in the exuberant
animation with which it sees nature, a physical world in constant
growth and movement, full of the burstings and swellings and
ripenings of organic life; but all of this seen for the sake of what
cannot be seen, for the sake of a divine ecstasy immanent in life.
An extreme, the point of mysticism, is reached in the religious,
aspiring mood of Ganymed, in the yielding to the greater-than-
self. But the world of nature is matched also by a corresponding
internal world of genius, love, and creative power, no less nature,
and no less to be exalted. On this side an extreme is reached in
self-assertion, for which Goethe used the rebellious-titan motive
of Prometheus. Ganymed and Prometheus are important poems
because they crystallize at extreme points Goethe's possible attitudes
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